Abstract. More than 37 000 records of northern fur seals tagged at their natal areas and resighted during a recent mark-recapture study and past commercial harvests, were analysed to study the age and sex variation, and temporal dynamics of natal site fidelity in this highly polygynous, long-lived, migratory species. Data were available on males (2-6 years old) and females (2-20 years old). All ages and sex classes with sufficient sample sizes to allow statistical tests showed a significant tendency to return to the same area of the island where they were born. The proportion of young male and female seals found at their natal area during the breeding season increased significantly with age. Young females showed significantly greater age-specific natal site fidelity than young males (ages 2-6 years) and apparently exhibited their maximum site fidelity at a younger age than males. The increasing expression of natal site fidelity with age appears to be related to sexual maturation and reproductive activity, the latter beginning later in males than in females. Within a season, natal site fidelity of juvenile males increased with time since arrival on St Paul Island. This change in site fidelity implies that they may be less particular in selecting a landing site when they first arrive, then begin to orient more specifically towards their natal area. This behaviour may indicate a transition from a general homing goal while migrating (the island as a whole) to a more specific goal (the natal area) upon arrival.
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In many animal species, individuals exhibit a distinct preference for particular sites. Natal site fidelity and breeding site fidelity denote, respectively, return to one's place of birth and area of previous breeding. Site fidelity is a sufficiently widespread and well-documented phenomenon that a good deal of attention has focused on explaining its variation in terms of the diverse selective pressures with which animals are faced.
A prevalent age-related pattern is that adults tend to show more site fidelity than juveniles. Competition among adults and juveniles for limited local resources, the use of the prereproductive period to assess alternate breeding sites, and other explanations have been offered to interpret predominant juvenile dispersal (reviewed by Baker 1978).
Sex-related variability in site fidelity tends to be more complex. Greenwood (1980) suggested that the direction of sex-biased site fidelity is a product of the mating system. In a resource defence system, males typically defend resources that attract mates. Familiarity with an area is expected to improve the chances of obtaining a territory; thus, according to Greenwood (1980) , males are expected to show greater site fidelity. In a mate defence system, males strive to obtain exclusive access to females rather than to the resources the females depend upon. In this case, knowledge of the area is less important to the male, but should improve female parental care, so that females are expected to show more site fidelity. Dobson (1982) suggested that sex-biased site fidelity results from competition for mates. In polygynous systems he predicts greater dispersal of the competing sex, usually males. In monogamous systems, both sexes are expected to return to natal sites at comparable rates. Others have suggested that inbreeding avoidance and parent offspring conflict explain variation between the sexes in site fidelity and dispersal (Liberg & von Schantz 1985; Packer 1985; Marks & Redmond 1987) .
Rather than comparing general patterns among taxa, as did Greenwood (1980) and Dobson (1982) , we thoroughly examined factors affecting natal site fidelity in a single species, the northern fur seal, with special attention to variations with age and sex. The results are interpreted in light of 0003-3472/95/070237+11 $12.00/0 1995 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
